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1. What to study
The very questions of how to look at architecture, and how 
to evaluate it, are often considered difficult. For non-experts, 
in particular, discussions of architecture using specialist 
terminology are hard to understand; some lay people will 
doubtless be entirely perplexed should the conversation turn 
to “scantlings”, “structural form”, the “finish of a wooden 
building”, or “so-and-so style”. Should you truly wish to un-
derstand architecture, then it is vital to familiarize yourself 
with these terms, but the appeal of architecture does not lie 
simply in a world of terminology. Going out into the field 
to conduct research will change the way you look at build-
ings. Architectural fieldwork is the act of going out into the 
field, places where buildings have been built, and examining 
various aspects of those buildings. Architecture may include 
artistic elements, such as sculpture and paintings, and it of-
ten plays a role in communicating traditions, such as rituals, 
and personal, family and regional histories; architecture is a 
synthesis of all such parts. Architectural fieldwork involves 
more than just making technical measurements and the spe-
cialist skill required to do so; studying the traditions, culture 
and history that form the background to a building is also 
an integral part of architectural fieldwork. 
2. Before the survey
Before conducting architectural fieldwork, it is important 
to collect as much information as possible on the subject of 
your fieldwork. By determining what it is that you need to 
study in the field, it is possible to avoid gaps in your study 
and to improve the efficiency of your fieldwork. It is difficult 
to imagine conducting fieldwork on an entirely unknown 
structure, and it should be possible to obtain some materials 
on the target in advance. Such materials are most likely to be 
literature, but at times it is possible to get hold of plan views, 
such as floor plans and cross-sectional views, of which some 
may be sketches not drawn to scale. With regard to general 
architecture, it should be possible to obtain preliminary 
information about the research target, such as the year in 
which it was built, the construction history, the builder, the 
structural form, the materials used, and so on. 
Architectural surveys are a type of fieldwork aimed at 
the accurate assessment and recording of the current state 
of a structure. In most cases, survey drawing(s) will be 
prepared. Below is an outline of the tools required in order 
to conduct architectural fieldwork. The tools required may 
differ according to how simple or complex the fieldwork to 
be conducted is, but the below represent the minimum re-
quirements. 
1) Writing materials: pencils, four-color ballpoint pen, eras-
ers
2) Paper: lined or quadrille-lined paper (dotted notebooks)
3) Drawing board: personal preferences vary, but artist 
drawing boards tend to be fairly heavy, so I tend to use 
something light that clips hold of a slip of paper, or other-
wise quadrille-lined or dotted notebooks that mean there 
is no need for a drawing board
4) Photography equipment: camera (wide angle lens), flash, 
tripod
5) Measuring tape: convex measuring tape (approx. 5m), la-
ser distance measure. A convex tape measure of 2-3m will 
be too short in many instances, and if working alone, then 
a tape more than 5m that is resistant to bending is ideal. 
In recent years, laser distance measures have become 
available at reasonable prices, and using these in conjunc-
tion with tape measures can speed up work.  
6) Lighting: flashlight (LED flashlights are good as they are 
very bright). Lighting equipment is vital, as you will find 
yourself working in dark rooms and in attics where there 
is little light.
7) Compass: much can be understood from the direction in 
which a building has been built to face, so an orienteering 
compass that allows you to record direction is useful. 
Once your preparations have been made, I recommend that 
you observe the building in its entirety before beginning 
  Architectural Fieldwork                                                                                                                                        




your survey. Your first impressions—large, dark, ostenta-
tious, fine detailing, and so on—are often telling of the main 
characteristics of the building you are studying. 
3. Surveying the building
The actual work involved in surveying a building is not 
too difficult: all you have to do is envisage various plans—
ground plans, elevations, cross-sectional views—then sketch 
them, and add the measurements you have taken. You can-
not make infinitely detailed measurements and you cannot 
go on sketching the structure forever, so you should keep in 
mind the extent to which you need to make sketches, and 
it is important while sketching that you have a good under-
standing of the distinct features of the building. This is the 
domain of technology and of technical skill, closely related 
to surveying, and herein lies the very point of measured 
drawings. To put it another way, when recreating an actual 
building in a drawing on a reduced scale, it is important to 
bear in mind which measurements you will need to know. 
There are two particular points to bear in mind when 
sketching. The first is that you should sketch first and take 
measurements second. Trying to make an accurate sketch 
while also taking measurements is a very inefficient way to 
work. The fundamental approach to architectural surveys 
is to take measurements after sketching, then to use your 
survey results to recreate the sketch neatly and accurately. In 
architectural drawings—not just for drawings made during 
surveys—measurements are, unless there is good reason, 
taken and noted in millimeters. The scale of drawings will 
depend on the size of the building, but scales of 100 to 1 or 
50 to 1 are generally easy to apply. The second point is that 
items such as furniture and furnishing goods, and moveable 
objects such as tools, should not be included in the drawing 
from the first instance. In architectural fieldwork, distinc-
tions must be made between that which is moveable and 
that which is permanent and immovable. Sketches should 
always start with the immovable; if there is time after the 
completion of the immovable, then movable items may be 
included.   
I shall now explain how to draw up floor plans. A floor 
plan is a horizontal section cut through the target building, 
conventionally at a height of around 1.5 meters; the arrange-
ment of pillars and walls in that space is then sketched. In 
addition, for architectural structures, there are crucial struc-
tural elements that prevent the collapse of that structure. 
Having a rough understanding of these structural elements 
will make it easier to make sketches of floor plans. The most 
basic pillar-and-beam constructions, as typified by wooden 
buildings, are those where beams are laid across pillars to 
form a hut-like structure. Pillars are laid out in alignment, 
lengthways and sideways, to form a grid-like structure, and 
the spaces between pillars are filled in with walls. With re-
gard to sketches, then, if you lay out the pillars in straight 
lines at suitable distances from each other on quadrille-
lined paper, then the general outline of the building should 
become clear. Next, the sketch should indicate whether 
there are walls between pillars, or whether there are fittings 
(partitions such as doors, windows); on occasion it will be 
appropriate to indicate these using a code. If some parts of 
the floor are different in elevation, or if there are any uneven 
parts, for example ledges, in the built-in fixtures, then it 
may be useful to draw them schematically, using cross-sec-
tional views and rough floor plans. Once your approximate 
drawing is complete, the main measurements, such as the 
distance between and radius of pillars, should be taken and 
added. Using a ballpoint pen in a different color is useful 
here, ensuring the measurements will be easy to distinguish 
from the lines of the building, thereby simplifying your 
follow-up work. 
Having made sketches and added measurements in this 
way, the sketches should then be used to create final copies. 
In principle, final copies should be made in the order that 
the drawings were created, but it is also necessary to create 
drawings sequentially, while referring to measurements tak-
en. However, in fieldwork, there will always be written notes 
and mistakes or omissions in measurements. It is also not 
possible to measure accurately unless measuring equipment 
is taken to the field. In such cases, photographs become a 
useful supplementary resource. 
Photographs taken in the field may be used to supple-
ment measurements, instead of making sketches; they may 
also be taken in order to document the distinct features of 
the target building exactly as they are. Compared to photo-
graphs taken for documentary purposes, photographs taken 
for survey purposes do not need to be shot as meticulously, 
but there is a need to take photographs of more parts of the 
building. What you need to remember when taking pho-
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tographs is that you will have to take enough photographs 
to ensure that you can tell where each part you have photo-
graphed is located on the building. Previously, you would 
have had to take many rolls of film with you, but now with 
digital cameras there is less concern about the number of 
photographs you are taking, and it is possible to sort the 
photographs on the day they were taken, labeling them 
and noting any distinct building features. Organizing your 
photographs in this way is important for future research; 
the photographs you take today may become vital research 
material in ten or twenty years’ time. 
In addition to photography taken for survey purposes, 
as described above, photographs may also be taken for doc-
umentary purposes. Documentary photographs of buildings 
should, in principle, capture the entire building in the shot. 
Taking documentary photographs can be difficult; various 
conditions, including the weather and surrounding trees, 
can influence the shot. It may also be difficult to get the 
whole building in shot with a standard lens, which is why it 
is useful to have a wide angle lens (24mm or 28mm). Some-
times it is also necessary to take building details, so it is use-
ful to have zoom lenses for zooming in between wide angle 
and normal, and between normal and long focus is useful. 
There may never be another opportunity to photograph that 
area again, so it is worth making the effort to take the best 
shots you can.  
Recent years have seen the development of technology 
that enables measurements to be made using images taken 
with digital camera. A standard method of measurement us-
ing this technology, however, has not been established, and 
rather than learn how to use a machine designed to mea-
sure, it is surely better—albeit more primitive—to practice 
the basic skills of measurement. 
Figure 2　Swastika Vihara, Sirpur
　　　     Photograph of the west peristyle
Figure 1　Swastika Vihara, Sirpur
　　　     Photograph of the east peristyle
Figure 4　Swastika Vihara, Sirpur
                   Final drawing
Figure 3　Swastika Vihara, Sirpur
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4. Case study: Buddhist monastery in Sirpur, 
central India
I will now give the example of a survey conducted on a 
Buddhist monastery in central India. From around the 5th 
to the 8th century, Sirpur was at the heart of the Dakshina 
Kosala colony, and was its capital for a time. I had estab-
lished in advance that one of the Buddhist monasteries of 
that period was the Swastika Vihara. Vihara is formed over 
an elongated rectangle area, stretching from east to west, 
and is clearly made up of two separate eastern and western 
parts. On the western side, following on from the entrance 
hall is a peristyle-like courtyard, slightly sunken, with a 
worship hall directly aligned to it; a number of small rooms 
are located around the sides of the courtyard. As with most 
Buddhist monasteries, the small rooms, enclosed in thick 
walls, around the courtyard were used as living quarters for 
the monks. There are stairs in the northeast corner, and it 
appears that the monastery either had two levels, or that the 
stairs were the approach to a deck roof. 
This photograph (Fig. 1) is of the area around the peri-
style on the east side. All that remains of the peristyle in the 
courtyard are its plinths, and the walls around the peristyle 
only remain to a height indicating where the entrance to the 
rooms would have been. Three of us spent around one hour 
surveying the ruins. Had we spent more time there, and 
had access to more precise equipment, then we might have 
been able to measure the slight irregularities along the walls, 
but with the sort of architecture described above, there are 
conditions in place to ensure that no destruction or dam-
age occurs, so instead we assumed that the pillars were in 
alignment and that the walls were also built in alignment, 
and took measurements based on those assumptions. First, 
we made pencil sketches, taking measurements as necessary 
to establish the position of the peristyle and of the rooms 
around the courtyard. What is important here is not to take 
too many or too precise measurements. Measurements 
should be sufficient that final drawings, to be created later, 
can be done without any difficulties; the more detailed the 
measurements taken, the more likely it is that they will not 
match up, causing difficulties. Next, take measurements of 
the pillars, the width and depth of the doors, and so on. Use 
a different-colored ballpoint pen, taking care to make your 
notes easy to follow when making final drawings, thereby 
preventing later confusion. Add other relevant information, 
for example about differences in height, as appropriate in 
the surrounding blank space; also measure and note the 
bearing of the building. Finally, take photographs of any 
distinctive features and of anything else that will likely be 
useful when creating final drawings. In this particular field-
work, we took photographs of the area around the passage-
ways on the north side, of the worship hall in the south side 
of the western peristyle, and of other relevant structures. 
Upon return, we used our fieldnotes to make final 
drawings, referring to photographs taken for research pur-
poses. There is no real need to do so, but using color for 
pillars and walls can make the drawings clearer. More re-
cently, editing and CAD software is used to create drawings. 
Finally, the bearing and scale should be added to finalize the 
drawings. The next step is to use your final drawings and 
photographs, as well as the information you have gathered 
on the distinctive features of the building, to pull your data 
together into a report or paper. 
